Introduction
The Chinese Civil Service Examination was an institution that lasted virtually uninterrupted for roughly thirteen-hundred years, beginning during the late Sui Dynasty in 587 C.E. and ending in 1904 shortly before the collapse of the Qing Dynasty 1 . While the structure and number of examinations varied widely from dynasty to dynasty, the fundamental content of the examinations was to test one's knowledge of the Rites, and the Tso Chuan. The broad purpose of the civil service examinations was to select a pool of viable candidates who were all trained in the same Confucian classics to be appointed as imperial officials at various locations and positions. For Chinese families, producing degreeholding sons was considered the greatest socio-political achievement, therefore a son's education for the examination would begin as early as possible and continue until their success, only being interrupted by marriage and fatherhood.
Since the examinations covered the same Confucian literary canon, the examination existed as a way to propagate the Confucian worldview, ethics, and values among civil officials.
Confucianism emphasizes that the foundation of an ideal government begins with good family relationships. These family relationships are hierarchical based on generation (father-son), gender (husband-wife) and age (siblings). If a ruler or official applies the principles governing family relationships to harmonize human relationships outside the family then he will have the potential to be a good ruler by relating to his subjects in a way a family head does to his family members. In other words, the political ruler-subject relationship should mimic the familial fatherson relationship.
Early English language scholarship on the Civil Service Examination focused on its competitive nature, regarding it as a high risk but high reward path for social mobility. Ping-ti
Ho's The Ladder of Success in Imperial China (1962) established the paradigm that contemporary scholars use in their interpretations of the Civil Service Exam. He situated the examination system within the broader study of social mobility in imperial China, analyzing the structure of social mobility and highlighting the importance of success in the examination in materializing one's upward mobility.
Ichisada Miyazaki's China's Examination Hell (1970) examined every aspect of the Civil
Service Examinations in the order that a candidate would follow to achieve an official position.
This process starts from rituals of luck that begin even before birth, the grueling childhood preparations, and then completes with taking the examination at local, regional, metropolitan, and palace levels. He paid special attention to the draconian rules of order that examination candidates must abide by while they are taking their exams, and compared the rough conditions of the Civil Service Exams to the contemporary Japanese College Entrance Examinations in the The first section examines the common theme of separation and alienation in women's writings. Women of literati families were often separated from their fathers, husbands, brothers, and sons who studied away from home, traveled from examination hall to examination hall, and served offices far away. Some women's writings on this theme simply expressed their longing for their missing family members, while others contain a bitter tone or even sharp criticism towards the examination system as an institution that separates families. Some women writers lamented over the human sacrifice the examinations demanded when their husbands or sons died during their travels or committed suicide after failing the examination multiple times. This point especially exemplifies how the Civil Service Examination resulted in the dissolution of the traditional Confucian family structure and ideal gender norms, as women who were left alone had to tend to the emotional, economic, ritual, and social needs of the family estate while the men traveled to take the examinations and served the imperial state.
The second section explores women's diverse roles in the inner chamber as their men's confidants, moral supporters, children's instructors, and as wives and mothers. By fulfilling those expected gender roles, those women became involved not only in their men's private lives but also in their public ones, and therefore were not completely separated from the examination system which excluded female participation. Gentry women held great informal power in domestic matters, and they exercised this power to the benefit of the family and the advance of their interests without challenging the Confucian gender norms. Most women nurtured a good environment for their children to learn, and for the most part conformed to the Confucian models of virtuous women. A noticeable change over time was that many gentry women gained the power to influence their husbands' decision-making.
The third section explores the "double burden" gentry women shouldered due to the examination system. Besides being the home-makers as wives and mothers, they often had to be economic contributors out of necessity. Since gentry men were supposed to study diligently for the exams, they often did not make significant economic contributions to the household. Gentry women made important economic contributions to the family by being household managers, selling their artistic works such as calligraphy, painting, and embroidery, as well as publishing their poetry and writings through commercial venue. Sometimes those women functioned as the redeemers of the declining gentry households through their economic activities. Although their economic explorations gave them a presence outside the inner chamber, they justified their
activities by emphasizing their roles as the helpers to their men and redrawing the boundaries between inner and the outer spheres.
Together, these three sections jointly argue that the Civil Service Examination affected the basic human relationships upheld by Confucianism. The prolonged separation of gentry men and women due to men's travels to examination halls and offices both caused distress in those women's emotional worlds, but it also enabled gentry women to exercise greater informal power in the households, to extend their lives into the public realm, and to influence the decisionmaking of their men. In other words, women influenced the world around them indirectly through influencing their men.
Bragg 9 Section One: Alienation
The Civil Service Examination required years of study and as such, boys typically began their education as early as possible. Many boys in gentry households were given pre-school education using primers, typically began their formal education around the age of eight and were expected to complete their classical education at fifteen 3 . In preparing for the examination, candidates constantly traveled away from home. By examining gentry women's writings, we can get a closer look at their perspectives on the Civil Service Examinations. The most prominent theme of their writing was the overwhelming sense of alienation. Susan Mann noted that married women of elite families often wrote "of sexual privation, of loneliness, of boredom, of resentment, and of physical abuse." 4 These feelings of alienation stem from absence of fathers, husbands, brothers, and sons who were typically away either taking the examinations or preparing for them. For elite women, the examination was a system that demanded significant human sacrifice both in terms of the separation of family members as well as the eternal loss of their loved ones due to unexpected death. You let go and fell down the Ten Thousand Foot Cliff.
Many poems contained in the collection
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Women who lost their husbands to suicide or accident expressed resentment and frustration at the Civil Service Examination as an institution requiring significant human sacrifice, both in time and energy spent away from the family as seen in the poems of Zhong
Hongqiao and Shen Yixiu, as well as more literally in the poems of Bo Shaojun where she blamed the examination system for the death of her husband. Other poets frequently described their loved ones as withered or thinned after returning from the exams.
These writings that express feelings of loneliness or lamenting the loss of their loved ones illustrate the negative effect of the civil service examination system on family relationships defined by Confucius. It was difficult for a young man to perform the Confucian obligation of filial piety to his parents if he had to focus on the examination. Likewise it was difficult for women to practice the Thrice Following (faithfulness to their fathers, husbands, and sons) if those men are absent due to study or travel. As a result, the absence of male family members for prolonged periods of time naturally led to the gradual change of women's gender roles, a point I will explore in depth in my discussion of women's economic roles. Since women of high social standing were more likely to follow the Confucian guidelines of inner and outer circles, if the husband was away taking the examination, the wife had to take responsibility of managing the household in addition to conforming to the expectation that she be the moral center of the household.
If we compare the gendered life paths of male and female gentry, it is not hard to see that although gentry women felt alienated from their exam-taking and office-holding men, gentry 10 "Quatrains from "Mourning for the Dead"" from Chang, Kang-i Sun and Haun Saussey. "Ye Shaoyuan's year-by-year journal shows that for twenty years between his marriage and his attainment of the metropolitan degree, he sojourned in the residences of senior scholars five time . . . and he traveled to Kushan, Jiangyan, and Nanjing to take the examinations twelve times, each trip lasting from two weeks to three months. For the trip to the capital for the metropolitan examination, he was away from home for seven months."
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In addition to the prolonged absences of Ye from the household due to the examination, he was entwined in the same politics of elite family alliances that resulted in his adopting out and arranged marriage. From the male communal perspective, these family alliances treat the intermarriage of elite families as serving the interest of the family purely as a corporate unit 14 .
Such practices distanced the male head of the household from the individual interests of his family members, exemplified by the misfortune that befell their daughter Ye Wanwan who died at the age of 22 after seven years of being neglected by her husband whom had been arranged for her at the age of one because he was the son of Ye's friend.
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Section Two: Women as the Moral Center of the Family
The separation of elite men from their women due to the exam culture created a situation where elite women were frequently left to themselves in the household. Over time, the gender roles those Confucian women were expected to play gradually shifted. Traditional Confucian women were supposed to practice the Thrice Following, and their identities and loyalties were determined by their riles as dutiful daughters to their fathers, faithful wives to their husbands, and widowed mothers who followed their sons. Yet the absence of men from home left plenty of room for women to carve out new roles for themselves in fulfilling their Confucian duties to their families. This section will explore the domestic roles women were expected to fulfil, as well as those shifted roles they had to fill in as a result of the examination system. Women were the moral center of their families, and their traveling men relied on the moral order those women maintained for emotional support and stability. The increasing importance of women at home enabled them to exert influence over household affairs in the absence of male family members.
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According to Susan Mann, the separation of inner and outer spheres placed women in a role of moral authority within the household:
"In High Qing discourse the principle of bie-separate spheres-is invoked to stress that wives and mothers inside the home embody the moral autonomy and authority on which husbands and sons must rely on to succeed outside. All are part of a family system that constitutes a seamless, unitary social order centered on the home and bounded by the outer reaches of the imperium."
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This expectation that women be the moral center of the household can be accomplished in a few ways. One of these ways is through fulfilling the expected roles of virtuous women. Mencius's mother served as a moral exemplar for women to follow-women were supposed to be moral exemplars for their sons who strove for achievement in the exams: "Mencius's mother, a widow, sold her weaving to support her son's studies. Distraught over his conduct (the young Mencius fell in with a bad crowd and neglected his schooling), one day she dramatically slashed the cloth on which she was working and declared to her shocked son that his neglect of his studies was just as destructive: "if you do not study now, you will surely end up as a menial servant and never be free from troubles. The same thing would happen to a woman who supports herself by weaving if she were to give it up.""
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This story of Mencius's mother provides one of many moral exemplars women were to follow in Liu Xiang's (c. 18 B.C.E) Biographies of Exemplary Women, a book that was used in instructions for young women in early childhood education.
Many gentry women played active roles in their sons' education. Guo Ruopu (1592-ca.
1681) wrote on her experience in refurbishing a found boat for her son to use as a study.
Refurbishing a Boat for my Son, Can, to Use as a Study
I was always conscience-stricken Before the zeal of those ancient mothers Until I found it, at a scenic spot Beside a bridge where in other days It used to skirt the trees, Following the chaste moon (not like Those craft that cruise the mist In search of frivolous ladies). You have long hoped to study In Yang Zhu's school, but now Passers-by will see the scholar Mi Fu's barge. Don't mistake it for a pleasure boat; I've fixd it up with old coverlets Woven of blue silk.
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Although Guo Ruopu modestly said that she could not compare herself with the ancient mothers mentioned in the Biographies of Exemplary Women, she was willing to work hard to provide her son a study so that he can have adequate transportation to his schooling for the examination as well as a mobile floating workstation.
Zou Saizhen (fl. 1496) wrote encouraging poems to her son, advising him to focus on his study, be proud of the learning legacy of his family, and not to take up drinking and to focus on his studies:
Encouraging my Son Shao to Study and Abstain from Wine
"Your benevolent forbears passed on purity and honor To you, my son, who are now no longer a child. Heed your father's teachings and strive to emulate him; Trace things to their roots and know the value of study. Do not set out on the easy path of drinking wine, Instead punt your boat upstream. And though your wife may have no goods to pass on, The Classics and Histories will be your family's legacy." 
Section Three: Women's Economic Support for Husbands and Sons taking the Examinations
Wives of elite families were expected to be the managers of the household and everyone within. Susan Mann succinctly defines this role as "managing everything" 23 , by which she means that women were expected to be in charge of all homemaking tasks, such as the cleaning, cooking, training maids, and early childhood education for both male and female offspring.
However, due to necessity, women also had to contribute to the financial wellbeing of the "In her husband's absence, Qieying's mother took over Yuesun's training as a scholar. A tutor was too expensive. She also began teaching all four of the girls how to do needlework. Qieying and Guanying, who had done simple stitchery for some years, were soon producing fine embroidery. As months and then years passed without word or money from Qieyang's father, her mother began relying on Qieyang and her sister to help support the family."
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The historical account of the Zhang family shows that the talented women of the family were able to provide economic support for the family in the absence or death of the male heads through their calligraphy and embroidery, emphasizing the dual burden of having to both contribute to the family's economic wellbeing as well as fulfilling the Confucian norms of thrice following and being the moral center of the household. Additionally, the talented women of the Zhang family demonstrate the applied professionalization of women's learning. The Ming dynasty saw a dramatic increase in the presence and power of the merchant class. With this, commercial publishing also saw a significant boom, initially selling volumes of examination materials and model essays but quickly expanded to the markets of books to be read for leisure. 28 Eventually, collections of women's poetry would be sold in the commercial printing market. There was certainly a market for women's poems: Dorothy Ko notes the view of women as "naturally fit" for poetry and their poetry was seen as better then men's because it was not corrupted by the examination:
"Not expected to conform to conventions and spared from the rote memorization of the Classics, a woman was free to create literature purely as an expression of her true self. Hence women's writing was a corrective for the stylized and formulaic prose and verse purveyed by male scholars. . . Not only was a female writer different from a male, she was better." for the household, they also became more involved in the marriage arrangement process, especially as companionate marriages became more and more acceptable.
Women of elite families were expected to manage both the household as well as provide economic support for the family. Women contributed to the income of a household through the selling of calligraphy and embroidery, as seen in the example of the Zhang family, in order to afford to maintain their lifestyle and to prepare the young son for the examinations. Talented women of literati families could take up the professional role of a teacher of the inner chamber and educate young women of other literati families in order to make them more desirable in the marriage market. As a result of the booming commercial printing culture during the Ming dynasty, women's writings and poetry were successfully sold and well liked as shown in the popular sentiments that women were not corrupted by the examination system and their writings were more honest. Finally, women were able to have an increased role in determining the arranged marriages of their children, thereby having a direct role in continuing a family's success.
